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	1. Chapter 1

**Chapter 1(Starts around episode 6)**

Rain pattered on her umbrella as she walked the streets, finding a strange new peace in the sounds of after school traffic she was, for once, not stuck in. There was something romantic in the ability to walk anywhere you wanted without the need for some sort of vehicle. It was one of the reasons Heatherfield had grown on her so quickly. The more she was out the less her mother nagged her about being inside and as long as her mother was happy the less El had to see her. It was a win-win situation.

Rarely did she have a destination in mind as she walked, not that she wanted one. Occasionally she'd go out with the intention to find a job, but she refused to work in retail. There too many horror stories of obnoxious customers that weren't worth the fifteen bucks an hour or less.

People around her rushed around to get out of the ever increasing downpour, holding anything from their own coats to flimsy newspapers over their heads. Stopping under an overhang, El was half tempted to give one of them her own umbrella simply because they looked so pathetic. Instead she closed it and went inside whatever building she stopped outside of.

The bell announced her arrival as she stepped inside, met with a wall of chatter and some pungent odor she didn't even want to identify.

"Hello," an elderly woman greeted, "table for one or do you have a date?"

El didn't even know how much of a daze she was in.

"oh..um.. I'm just here to get away from the rain, honestly."

"That's fine dearie. Perhaps you want an appetizer while you wait."

"I don't see why not."

The table she was escorted to was at the corner of the Chinese restaurant. Her eyes scanned the room as she heaved her book-bag to the floor and shrugged of her coat.

"Would you like some tea?" the woman asked as El sat down on one of the creaky chairs, "It'll warm you up from the inside out."

A menu with the name Hanging Lantern across the front was placed in El's hand before she could blink.

"I could actually do for some coffee. If you have any."

"That stuff will stunt your growth," The woman scolded, "but I know full too well when someone needs a pick me up."

"Thank you."

The waitress was gone with a wave of a pen, leaving the teen to look through the menu. A café would have been a better place to casually wander into, but she was here and could at least order more than a cup of Jo. However, taking in her limited budget, she couldn't afford to get anything over ten dollars for at least the half a year.

"Hi there!"

El looked up past her swooping rust colored bangs at a new, much younger and perkier, waitress. She couldn't have been older than ten, ebony hair pulled into long pigtails at the back of her head and … a unique choice in clothes. To each their own, she assumed.

"I'm Hay Lin! Is there anything I can get you?"

"How is the dumpling appetizer?"

"Oh that's my favorite! It's grandma's secret recipe all the way from china."

"I'll have that then please."

"Coming right up!"

As quickly as Hay Lin had turned to leave she had turned back again before El could turn on the phone sitting in her lap.

"Oh! I almost forgot!"

The coffee she had ordered thumped as it was placed on the table.

"Thank you."

She looked down at her phone, only to whip her head back up again as someone gasped.

"That's a pretty necklace! What is it?"

El's hand found it's way to her chest, where the cool, purple prism shaped rock rested above her heart.

"Amythyst, I think. It was my grandmother's."

"Oh wow, so cool!"

"Thank you."

"Could I look at it?"

With any other necklace El would have been reluctant to take it off, but the chain was so long if the girl stood close enough.

"I guess. Just be careful with it- it's old."

The little girl squealed happily and reached for the rock that was handed out to her, but before her fingers could brush against it she pulled back as if she had been smacked.

"That things got a lot of static, doesn't it?" the kid stuttered out.

El sat puzzled as the menu was plucked from her grip and held precariously on Hay Lin's back.

"You're order will be out soon, okay?"

"…alright" El said, suddenly wanting to make the order for to-go.

The older woman was the one that came back with her food.

"Looks like it's still a downpour out there."

El nodded in agreement, moving her notes aside for the food.

"Chopsticks?"

"Yes please."

The old lady still stood there as she broke the utensil apart and suddenly the younger woman had a mental debate on asking the old lady what she wanted, eating like nothing was going on, or sitting there silently and hoping she would go away.

The last one seemed the more probable solution.

"You go to school at Sheffield Institute, yes?"

El really wanted that to-go box.

"Yes." She answered honestly.

"My granddaughter goes there as well. Said she saw you around the courtyard from time to time."

Lovely.

"I apologize for her earlier behavior. She's still at that awkward stage of growing up."

"She's in the middle school section, right?" El asked, not waiting for an answer, "I remember those days… not that I'd admit to it if you asked me."

The old woman laughed. When was she going to leave? El couldn't eat if she kept standing there like that.

"Well. Enjoy your meal! I'll leave the bill here for you."

El watched her wobble away, waiting for her to go into the kitchen before stuffing her food in her mouth. She'd ask for that to-go box, but honestly she didn't want another run in with the middle-schooler or her grandmother.

The plant isolating her from the rest of the restaurant was suddenly her greatest ally, hiding her chipmunk cheeks as she stuffed the last dumpling in her mouth with one hand while her other reached for her bill.

Gulping down the last bite, her eyes widened at the writing on her copy of the receipt.

_Meet me in the alley by the kitchen in five minutes._


	2. Chapter 2

Wiche: Chap 2

(E 6)

The note was, obviously, ignored and for once she used a passing taxi to get home. Even then her hand clutched at the door handle, ready to jump out at a moment's notice. Her fellow classmates had even noticed how on edge she was and, even though she had only been there a month or so, teacher profusely asked if she was okay or if she needed a counselor.

Since then Hay-Lin along with her other annoying, stereotypically middle school girl friends, found a way to pop up in her life no matter what she did. The brown eyed one would start awkward conversations whenever she visited in the library, both the local and the school. Hay-Lin woud just pop up out of nowhere and talk and talk and talk. She wondered if the police would take her seriously if she foiled a report. Were they too young to have a restraining order against them?

"Hey El…" one of the middle schoolers she actually tolerated asked her as they left art, "Are you okay?"

El had found that, with a small child following her around most of the class and ogling over her work, her motherly instincts that were usually non-existent suddenly popped up.

"When you're older don't follow notes that tell you to meet someone in a back alley."

Nailed it.

The two ended up meeting up with two other girls and El suddenly felt the pain of being a chaperone. _" Watch where you're going", "Look out for that car", _and a long list of profanities must have passed her lips half a million times before they even got on the same street as the bookstore. Not to mention the strange looks she kept getting from the Hay Lin girl every few second. El swore that if the note was her idea of a sick joke she was going to strangle someone.

"Why are we going to _this_ bookstore," The one named Taranee asked, echoing her own thoughts. They had passed at least five by now, each with great deals and incredibly closer to the school.

"Those stores don't have a tall hunky manager." Elyon gushed.

"With jet black eyes and a devilish smile." Corelia added.

This was it. This is how she died, stringing herself up on the nearest streetlamp and praying that some god would deliver her from this hell.

"And how old is he?" El felt the need to ask.

"What does it matter?" Cornelia prompted, still drooling over the mere thought of the male.

"A lot, actually." She muttered.

And she use to thing _freshman_ were bad.

"I'm in the same boat as you, kid." Irma reassured, patting her shoulder as they entered the bookstore.

Irma was her favorite child along with Taranee, who followed mostly in silence. She had spunck and sass, a worthy protégé.

"Hello," the blonde haired twat sang at the entrance of the bookstore, "Where are the middle school text books?"

El swore if books had voices they'd sound like the one that responded: deep and rich with the hint of the whispering and crinkling sound that came from old, yellow pages.

"All over , I'm afraid,"

She wandered around with Elyon and Cornelia, if only to protect them from themselves as they shamelessly flirted with the manager.

"I'm still getting organized," the manager stated, appearing from behind a bookshelf.

"I know the feeling," El laughed off before the other girls could open their mouths.

"Me too!" Cornelia exclaimed, "I'm Cornelia, by the way."

"I'm Elyon." The other hormonal girl proclaimed, accompanying the statement with what El believed was supposed to be a flirtatious giggle.

El was pulling at her hair.

"Rick Hoftman." The man introduced. El couldn't tell with his voice (which sounded like a strange purr more than anything), but she swore if he was flirting back she was going to rip out his vocal chords. He may only look a year older than her, but even if he was eighteen it was wrong.

"I'm El… if we're doing introductions." She stated, resting one hand on Elyon's shoulder.

"A pleasure."

He took her outstretched hand and she realized his eyes weren't dark, but a very stormy blue.

"Y-yeah." She sputtered, "You have quite the collection, from what I've seen."

"Ah it seems you have good eyes. Most of these are old copies and originals."

"I've always had an eclectic taste in books."

"Then I am happy to hear I have my first loyal customer."

"That's still to be determined."

El gave the best attempt at a flirtatious smile as she pried away the girls from their spots, ushering them to an isle of books.

"Too old." Was all she said as they came out of their daze, flirtatious smile vanishing quicker than the speed of light.

"Uh. Who made you our babysitter?" Cornelia demanded.

Cornelia was in general a hard person to get along with, thinking she was ten years older than she was despite obviously looking and acting like a middle schooler. It was as if every bad C-rated Disney movie had combined into one being. Something along the lines of _"I'm thirteen and practically an adult,"_ was destined to pass the blonde's lips at some point.

El couldn't even find the patience to answer and did what she wanted to do from the second they left school. The girls wandered off and she scavenged the books alone, so wonderfully quiet and _alone._

The books, to her dismay, were completely in her tastes. Not that she'd humor the man and buy them.

In her eyes he was still a predator. No one looked at twelve year old girls and smiled like that and wasn't thinking something nasty.

"Guys, Guys!"

The book in her hand dropped to the floor and she skidded into the next isle, ready to fight the blonde haired baddie. Instead she found a gaggle of girls circling around something. El shuffled over to them, half expecting them to have found their first adult book with a half dressed man on the cover.

Old books her ass.

Leaning on Irma's shoulder she peered at what they were looking at.

"Don't mind me Madame, " the girl complained loudly, "the best shoulder rest of the century right here for your disposal."

"Shush it sass master," El teased, "whatcha' got there?"

In all honesty she was surprised to find them whispering over an old book on one of the creaky shelves with old runes scribbled in the spine

Middle school girls weren't interested in witchcraft. Anti-social girls like her, that clutter their rooms with dried plants and wear no less than three crystals on their body at a single moment, did.

El was suddenly kind of afraid of a bunch of children that hardly even reached her shoulders.

"I wonder if it's the same inside!" Hay Lin gasped, as if she were about it find an answer to some creepy riddle.

The girl's fingers brushed the spine and El felt a chill run up her own. For a second she was suspended in the overwhelming feeling of nothing. As if she were suspended in the middle of space with only a rope keeping her from drifting off.

Then she was back, as if nothing had happened at all.

If only that were the truth.

If you were to ask El years after this event she would tell you it was the best moment of her life, when she realized she was important and meant something. When every little question in her life suddenly made sense.

But in reality that moment wouldn't come till much, much later.

"Did you feel that?" Hay Lin squeaked, hand tearing away from the book on the shelf.

"Bored." The aggravating blonde known as Cornelia responded flatly.

"I felt it." Irma reassured, trying to keep a brave front despite her anxious glances displayed anything but.

The older girl should have called her out on it, jested about it because she was the eldest and couldn't show fear no matter what.

But, heavens above, no one remodeled a place that fast, much less remodeled the fabric of space and time.

The girls were unnaturally calm. Twelve year old girls shrieked when they saw spiders the smaller than a speck of dust or when there was a sudden power outage in the school.

However, El noted, right now ; when there was a reason to scream, shout, and break out in hysterics; they didn't.

Perhaps she had given them all too little credit.

"Was this isle as big as this when we walked in?" Teranee fretted, voice wavering.

El checked her phone , there was no service, not that she suspected there would be, cheesy horror movies had informed her of this much. The time hadn't changed either, not that it had a chance to. Despite the overwhelming feeling of years passing before her eyes it had only been a few seconds since this odd pre-teen comic book adventure had begun.

"I broke the bookstore!" Hay Lin exclaimed, pulling at her hair, "All I did was touch the-"

The girls hardly had a moment to rest before the runes on the book began to glow, barely even recognizable to any of the girls then exploded beams of blinding light.

"I know this is a lousy cliché," Irma stated, voice rising an octave with each word, "but let's get out of here!"

No one needed further encouragement and El gladly led the group to god knows where. The next turn only revealed another long corridor of never-ending bookshelves.

This was the Holy Grail of all book collections. If it weren't for the supernatural twist El (and Teranee) would have marveled over it.

"Wow!" Irma panted as they stopped for a breath, "He renovated fast!"

"This is not our world," Taranee stated.

"No shit Sherlock." El snapped, instantly regretting it as the other girls glared at her.

They all knew that, knew it better than she did. _They_ at least had a hunch about what world they were in. She was an outsider, as far as they were concerned. El was not part of their team, _this_ red head was not their leader.

Though that was not the older girls intention. Out of all of them she was the most afraid, and, much like a wild animal, snapped at anything that threatened her.

And creepy girls that whispered over ancient books with runes fell into that category.

Despite jests with Irma and jibes at Cornelia El was threatened by these little girls. Especially given their short and creepy history with her.

Fear connected incidents rapidly in her head as they walked.

The cryptic message to meet in an alley way after being interviewed by Hay-Lin's suspicious and overly nosy grandma, Elyon trailing after her like a lost puppy, Cornelia's glares and sharp words when she thought El couldn't hear. Being dragged to a bookstore and thrown into a labyrinth of books.

El was wary, and rightfully so, but she would not let them know that.

"Oh no!" Teranee whimpered, "Turn around and take two right turns!"

"Why?"

"Because we just took two left turns!" Teranee stated with a wave of her hand, as if the answer were obvious, calculations running through her head, "It's a labyrinth like Theseus and the Minotaur."

"I got a B on that!" Hey-Lin sang. Her happiness only made El more suspicious of her.

"Shush!" Irma scolded, "She's being smart!"

The Chinese girl scoffed in annoyance as Teranee continued to ramble.

"We can't just stand here," she continued and this time El bit her tongue, "but we're going to get lost if we don't have something to lead us back."

The girls were so on edge that when Terane gasped they all jolted.

"Cornelia! Give me your sweater."

"How is-" realization slowly dawned on the spoiled girl, "nonono not my sweater!"

For once El didn't mind Cornelia's constant whining.


	3. Chapter 3

EL had decided this whole incident was not a dream, as she had desperately hoped. There would be no sudden gain of powers that she could plow through this terrifying situation with as she did with many of her nightmares.

She pinched herself again just to make sure and gritted her teeth in pain.

Not a dream.

Cornelia's sweater was torn apart row by row of soft yarn that probably cost more than El's whole outfit combined. For once the blonde girl's whining was more of a comfort than an annoyance.

It still irked her than they were so calm. Half of her honestly expected them to suddenly become some psychotic satanic cult creatures that were there to sacrifice her to the devil.

She smiled as she thought of what her friends back home would say.

"_At least you'd finally be able to reclaim your throne."_

"All those nights," Cornelia went on once again, drawing El out of her happy thoughts, "On a hand carved citer sweater hanger for nothing! What did that Theseus guy find at the end of his maze anyway?"

"A murderous monster with the head of a bull." Hay-Lin replied a little too happily.

"A minotaur," El corrected, relying on her redundant mythology knowledge to calm her down, "I think he also ran into a spynx."

"A what now?" Irma asked.

"Head of a woman, body of a lion," the red head droned on, "at least I think that's what it was called. He had to answer riddles in order to-"

"I say we go that way." Cornelia declared pointing down the hall to their left.

Teranee shook her head, "We went that way."

To emphasize her point she tugged on the yarn, revealing a web of red around them.

"And this way," Irma sighed in defeat, looking down the only way left to go.

But, suddenly her eyes narrowed and without releasing her gaze she motioned for the girls behind her to follow. This place was similar and not because it was another hall of bookshelves.

The string ran out and El's gut clenched as Teranee let it go.

They seemed to have reached the end. Not that it made them any less confused. A turn down a stone doorway revealed an actual library with no confusing twist and turns.

The younger girls walked with determination and stealth, knowing beyond a doubt were this library was located and just who ruled over it.

El, however, was wonderfully ignorant. Not that she believed they were out of danger. Though the chance of being able to get outside and away from the overwhelming musty smell of books the fact still remained that quaint little street corner bookstores did not have twisting labyrinths and did not lead into castle libraries.

A fireplace roared, light dancing against white marble and large iron chairs that were at least as tall as Irma and Cornelia combined and then some. Obviously this place was more for show than looks.

"You think a guy with all these books would be teaching evil by now." Irma muttered, but only El seemed to hear.

"Is this one of those weird 'gateways to hell' things?" She asked, trying to make light of the situation with bad old movie references, "I hear its lovely this time of year, but I'm not ready to go quite yet."

Irma glanced behind the older girl at her comrades, but they were too busy taking in their surroundings. They couldn't transform without Will.

"Not as bad," She reassured, "but not that great either."

"Joy."

All heads snapped to a creaking door that let in waves of heat.

"_Not hell", her ass._

Cornelia had to use her whole weight to hold the door open for the rest of them and El found herself coming next to her and helping.

She had never seen Cornelia genuinely smile before, but El thought she should do so more often.

Once they all passed Cornelia pushed herself off the door and El followed.

It was only a kitchen, thank the lord. Women and men in medieval garb rushed about making food, wiping sweat from their brow with flour covered aprons.

Teranee led the group, more confident than El had ever seen her. Suddenly she wasn't the little girl fretting over a lost paper pitifully.

There was something up with these girls, EL had known that from day one, but perhaps it wasn't as sinister as she believed.

Fires roared and machinery creaked and El trailed behind the girls, comically taller than all of them. It must have been a sight, an 18 year old woman cowering being a bunch of kids.

A woman spotted them and gasped. Irma prayed she wouldn't scream.

"You can't be here!" She stammered.

The woman was maybe in her early forties at most and despite her plump figure you could tell she as starving. Dark shadows grew under her eyes and her cheeks were gaunt.

She glanced around, none of her coworkers noticing the weirdly dressed children.

"Follow me," She ordered.

Of all the situations the four middle schoolers had planned for this was not one of them.

They sat quietly and glanced between themselves and El, who calmly sat huddled in one of the blankets given to them.

Mountains of food were brought out to them, despite their refusal. Whatever they had whispered to the kitchen woman had bought them allies, El decided.

A few of the younger townsfolk grabbed hand crafted instruments and danced around a bonfire. El happily clapped along with their jigs, encouraging the other girls to do so as well.

"This is wonderful food!" Teranee sang, cognac eyes darting to the only unsolved problem of this whole fiasco then back at the maid who had saved them, "I'm afraid we can't at it all."

"When you told us you were the _Gaurdians _everyone brought something." She beamed, as if every problem in the world was suddenly solved, but as quickly as the Cheshire grin blessed her face in was gone.

"Tell me," She inquired, looking about as if there was some terrible monster about to burst from the flames. In fact she didn't know what to expect. A demon could burst from the ground and snatch her soul and she would thank it for saving her from the wicked king, "why did you come here all the way from earth in human form?"

El had been pretending to enjoy the play of some local children, but couldn't help but let a brow raise in surprise.

Irma thought she looked like her mother when she found out something she wasn't supposed to. Though they didn't expect top just return her home and thank her for the great time without any explanation the guardians had no idea how to explain it.

"_Hi, I know we're just kids by day, but by night we're really hot pixie looking girls who fight evil."_

_That_ would fly over smoothly.

"Behwiev iht or noht," Hay-lin responded, gulping down the food she had stuffed in her mouth, "We were looking for a history textbook."

The maid looked at the ebony haired guardian as if she was looking at her own child, a sad smile tugging at her lips.

"Let me refill your drinks."

El watched her go, shoulders drooping under what she imagined was a life full of horrors.

The red head knew what it was like to lose someone, but she couldn't imagine the weight of losing a child. Some horrors could not be hidden by a strong façade, the maids sorrow filled eyes said that much.

"Why isn't anyone else eating?" Hay-Lin asked innocently.

"This is all they have" El responded before the others could open their mouth, green eyes filled with hatred that burned brighter than any fire as she continued to look ahead.

Hay-Lin moved to put the food back down, guilt filling her as she thought about all she had eaten.

"Don't." El chided, "This is their way of thanking you. If you just leave the food they will be insulted."

"But-" Hay-Lin tried to reason. Certainly they would want this food for their children and families more than for them.

"You can repay them by doing whatever it is you do as the guardians. Bring them food and supplies from earth."

"About that," Cornelia chuckled, for once in her life feeling awkward.

"Magic pixies, right?"

The girls were shocked at her knowledge, mouth agape. Had she seen them flying around the city? No, no that wasn't possible. Elyon had said she was as blind as a bat without the glasses she rarely wore outside of school. Unless… was Hay-Lin right? Was _she_ the person Phobos was looking for? She certainly seemed smart enough to try to pull one over on him. No, that wouldn't be possible either. Her birth records wouldn't be at city hall and she wasn't born in the date the snake monster was looking at.

Oh wonderful, she must have found they were spying on her.

"Those little children were showing me a picture of you," El explained, holding up small sketchbook from her purse with crudely drawn fairies, "They seem to like you."

The guardians were relieved.

"I still expect that explanation though."

The girls groaned.

The maid returned with some water.

"When Phobos took the throne," she told them, speaking as if she never left, "A light went out over this land."

El listened closely, committing her words to memory.

Though a constant annoyance in her life she wanted to protect the girls from the horrors she saw in this realm, wherever it was. They were _twelve, _practically babies. Whatever being gave them this duty had a cruel sense of humor.

It was the grandma wasn't it?

"Our men are jailed," The maid continued, "our crops are stolen, leaving nothing for ourselves. Our dreams… I hear things working in the palace. They say Phobos has a sister on the other side."

All eyes met El.

"Could this be true?" The old woman dared ask, looking at El as f begging her to be the child she spoke of, "The true heir to the throne? They say she doesn't know her identity or even that she was born on meridian."

The teenager laughed. Not to be rude, but simply because she couldn't help it. Her? A lost princess? Only in her dreams.

"Sadly my parents have documentation that I am actually theirs."

The girls all gagged.

"oh shush it's nothing gross," She chided, "Just documents and pictures and stuff."

"For years we've suffered under Phobos," The woman growled, "Forced to work for penance at his castle, his stables, his mines."

Fists clenched in fists shook at her sides, eyes distant as she viewed all the king's terrible grievances at once. El stood, blanket slipping from her shoulders, and rested her hands over the maid's. This is what people did to comfort each other, right?

The woman sighed and gave the girl a thankful and fleeting smile.

"But still," She sighed, "we have hope, but sometimes I think we hope in vain."

"We swear to find the true heir and bring her back here!" Irma declared, fury claiming her for a moment before she continued much more calmly, "We promise."

"I don't get it," Cornelia admitted. El continued to listen as she gathered up the fallen blanket and tugged it around her shoulder. The night was warm enough, but the icy wind could pierce through your bones.

"Why would Phobos look for someone that could replace him?"

Cornelia never got the answer.

A horrible growling sound came from behind them. People screamed and dashed away as quick as they could, not caring who or what they knocked over.

"The Tracker," The maid murmured. Her eyes bulged and hands shook, this time not out of anger but pure, unadulterated fear.


	4. Chapter 4

The Tracker looked more like a zombie out of the walking dead than a person. The fire danced across his red eyes, making their red glow even fiercer. He was more terrifying than his demonic Great Dane with razor teeth and the same red eyes.

It wasn't the beast that growled, but the being that held its chain. The sound rumbled in his chest and her own.

"Run!" The maid shrieked, able to surpass the essence that tied her to the spot.

Irma nearly ripped her arm from the socket as she pulled her into a run.

"Now would be a great time to become magic pixies!" El squeaked.

"Can't!"

"Why not?" El whined pathetically.

"Run now, questions later!" Cornelia scolded.

None dared glance behind them. Every horror movie told them that would get them killed and without the Heart of Candracar they couldn't take that risk.

The beast snarled behind them, a hunting dog that had found its prey and wouldn't stop chasing till it was caught or dead.

El remembered a story they had read back home when she was a freshman. A man washed ashore an abandoned island only to find a psychopathic hunter that decided that, since animals no longer proved a challenge, he would use humans instead.

They leaped and bounded over branches and roots and EL found that, with each obstacle, she was left farther and farther away from them.

"Wait," She begged, all pride erased as tears poured down her face.

Hay-Lin was the one that stopped and helped her keep up, helping her keep her balance as they skidded down a sharp drop.

The trackers mace was the only thing El could see out of the corner of her eye, illuminating the dark forest with a haunting green light. It only served as a reminder of what would happen if she slowed down too much.

"Let's hope he doesn't eat brains," Irma panted as they crawled into a rotting, fallen tree.

A spider skittered over her hand and for once in her life she didn't shriek or try to bat it away.

El shushed them desperately as they continued to chatter.

The green mace tore off the top of their shelter and they were running once again.

The open field they ran upon offered them no place to hide.

"We can't keep running!" Irma ordered, "We got to go up!"

"How do we know it can't climb?" Cornelia demanded, but obeying the order none the less.

"we don't." El whispered, unable to get her voice to answer any louder.

She didn't know how she got up the oak tree, the only thing that 'went up' in eyesight. One would guess they all helped each other up, but honestly she couldn't recall.

The Tracker swung his weapon and knocked off the branch Hay-Lin stood on.

El's hand moved quicker than her brain, catching the girls wrist in an iron grip.

She panicked as she felt herself lurch forward. There was too little leverage and the tracker and his monster were getting closer… if she just let go

No!

El growled at her thought, finally pulling herself together.

"Teranee give me a hand!" She barked.

Together they pulled the tiny girl up and continued ascending the tree. The higher up they were the safer… or so they hoped.

The beast growled and nipped at dangling heels.

"Not nice doggie!" Hay-Lin growled back, kicking it square in the face the next time it jumped.

It yelped as it fell back down.

Branches were knocked off one by one by the tracker as they climbed higher and higher.

"Keep going!" El ordered as they stopped, ramming her head into another girl's heel.

"There's nowhere else to 'go' to!" Cornelia snapped.

The mace was thrown once more, but missed by a hair.

An inhuman screech left the tracker as he released a swarm of bats from his coat.

As if a buzzing, glowing mace wasn't enough.

The girls could feel the bats chewing thorough the bark at an alarming, inconceivable rate.

Slowly the tree began to tilt and it took all the girls to keep Cornelia from slipping off the branch they all shared.

"I can't believe I was worried about my sweater!" she screeched.

"Now is not the time for a life lesson!" Irma yelled back at her.

El's mind was flooded with those thoughts you forget the second you think them. A million things firing off at once as the tree fell.

_If a tree falls in a forest and no one is there will it make a sound?_

The gruesome thought made El laugh. She finally gets a view of a mystical worlds and its worse than hell and becomes her death bed. How fitting.

The sound of the crunching and creaking tree made her ears ring.

"_A sign of hearing loss" _she recalled her psych teacher saying.

A pink glow surrounded them and the next thing El knew was that the girls were floating above her with emerald fairy wings that blurred as they hovered there.

But she was still in the tree.

And it was still falling.

For the first time since she was a little girl El screamed.

Why didn't any of them try to grab her? She didn't want to die yet, in a tangle of broken and bloody limbs.

The amethyst around her neck started to glow.

El lost her grip on the tree and for a moment felt the effects of zero gravity.

She didn't want to die.
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El exploded in rays of white light, blinding the girls but not the tracker.

He had been trained to succeed no matter the situation, take advantage of his prey's weakness.

Will had finally arrived and saved her friends, unaware of the other girl or the reason behind her friends' horrified faces. They had been in many battles, but never had they killed anyone... or seen anyone be killed.

All were silently screaming and protecting their eyes from the light. This is what must happen when the trackers mace meets a living being. Perhaps he absorbed it to keep his corpse like body moving.

The mace slipped around Will's ankle before she could react and the tracker pulled her to him.

His laugh sounded just like his growl.

The water guardian raised her hands above her head, about to rein hell upon the hunter when a figure tackled him to the ground.

The person was thrown aside like they were nothing and Irma took advantage of the distraction and pounded him with waves of water.

Will was able to fly back up, but the tracker tugged her back down just as quickly.

Cornelia fell and rested on her knees, hand slapping against the damp ground.

A tree was summoned from the depths of the earth, catching the tracker by his cloak and springing him into the air.

Will was finally able to wrangle with the mace and get it off her leg, throwing it to the boy that waited down below for her cue.

Caleb wrangled with the beast, now using its master's weapon against it.

Cornelia felt a lump grow in her throat as the beast charged at the boy.

Her hand rose instinctively, calling upon the earth to bend to her will, but before she could catch the beast the figure shot like a bullet and grabbed the dog before it angled up, raising off the ground and deposited the foul thing with its master.

Cornelia adjusted her plan and tethered the dog to a branch with vines.

The unidentified figure laded and stumbled drunkenly about.

"I hope you guys saw that because I will _not_ be doing it again." It boasted and held up a shaking hand, "Look at this! It's worse than when I try to present it front of groups!"

"El?"

The soft looking vest she suddenly bore was not soft at all, but covered in tough metal sheets of autumn colored silvers, golds, and purples. Gauntlets and armor covered her forearms and legs and the red head now looked like a Valkyrie warrior instead of a teenage girl.

Bat wings sprouted from her spine, heavier and larger than the pixie ones they all had. They twitched every now and again, bothersome and itchy to their owner.

"You guys really need to get better at rescuing damsels from falling trees."

Hay-Lin was the first to literally jump on her and cling on for dear life, wailing all the while.

El grimaced for a second, stiff and awkward and not sure if she should hug the girl or push her off.

The initial shock of being of being embraced slowly wore off and the older girl found herself petting the girl's hair as she cried herself dry.

"Nice wings there." Irma croaked.

Cornelia was the only one that seemed to hold any animosity.

"_Parents have documentation, _huh?" She spat, "kind of want to see it. What kind of monstrous family pictures do you have? Any other tricks up your sleeve?"

"Any up yours?" El spat right back, "Not that I don't appreciate it, but I'd like whatever spell you put on me to be removed now if you please."

"WITCH is just an acronym," Cornelia sassed, "Thought _you'd_ be smart enough to figure that out."

"I don't know if this is some cruel, twisted prank or what-" El growled, she had been warped to another realm, chased by a zombie creature, and almost died... she was _not_ in the mood for attitude.

Will stood in front of the girls before they could tear each other's hair out.

"Her necklace is like Will's!" Hay-Lin proclaimed, trying to defend El but only making her stance worse.

"Tell me," Cornelia inquired, enraged by the thought of being fooled, "Who gave you that necklace?"

"My grandmother," El spat.

Another old guardian like Hay-Lin's grandmother? It was impossible. The heart of Candracar was one of a kind.

"And why did she give it to _you_?"

"Let's preform a séance right now!" El yelled, repulsed by the fact that she had just saved them yet they still questioned her, "You can ask her yourself!"

"Arguing is getting us nowhere!" Caleb shouted over the pain of them, "We have no idea where her power comes from, she had no idea she even had powers. There are more important things to do now."

"Caleb's right," Will agreed, "We need to get out of here before Phobos comes looking for his thrall."

El dipped her head and followed behind the group with Will.

"How do we get back?" El asked, flopping her wings this way and that, trying to get them to still but unable to.

"There should be a portal near here."

"So there are just portals laying around in this world and ours?"

"Yep."

"And no one else has noticed them?"

"We try to close them before they do."

"And what happens if you close a portal on this side and there's not another one to get back with?"

"Careful Will," Cornelia sneered over her shoulder, "She might be fishing for information to use against us."

Will gave Cornelia a look and the earth guardians shut up, but now without a very aggressive hair flip that slapped against El' cheek.

_Be the better man. Be the better man._

"We don't know." Will told her.

"I swear I'm not the lost sister of Phobos." She whispered, begging the leader of the Guardians to understand.

"Sister of Phobos?"

This was the first she had heard of this new information, obviously. They usually updated information at lunch in the cafeteria, too tired to do anything when they get back to earth. As far as Will was concerned the snake monster had been looking for them or another girl around their age (at which point they had suspicions about El and her weird necklace that almost gave Hay-Lin's identity as a guardian away).

"A maid that helped us said Phobos is looking for a long lost sister about our age." Irma updated,"That's what Lord Ceric was up to."

"Why would he want to find someone that can take the throne away?" Will wondered.

"That's what I said," Cornelia stated, "It doesn't add up."

"Maybe it's like number four." El offered, hoping they'd get the book reference.

"The bad aliens had to kill the good aliens to obtain their goal!" Teranee exclaimed, but when she thought about it lost her enthusiasm, "But they didn't do it to get to a throne."

"Absorbing her power is far more likely where Phoby is involved," Irma pointed out.

The other girls nodded.

"But why?" El asked, but her question was never answered.

The portal was big and blue and the thought of walking through it was quite daunting.

The girls turned back to their normal pre-pubescent form and El felt relieved that Cornelia was no longer an inch taller than her. The blonde was already an intimidating person as a pre-teen that only came to El's shoulder, having her tower over her with wings and the ability to open a gaping chasm at her feet only made the fact more prominent.

She stood back and watched as Hay-Lin hopped through, use to the slight feeling of weightlessness than accompanied the trip home.

"It's like walking through a door," Will reassured, "You might get a little nauseous the first few times, though."

The smaller red-head chuckled, "I know I did."

"And how did you?"

El motioned to Will and tugged at her responding, leathery wings.

"Turn back?"

El nodded.

"I don't really know… you kind of just _will_ it… no pun intended."

El tried to think of herself turning back into a human, wings retreating back into her spine and her clothes melting back into her regular ones.

Nothing happened.

El was concerned that she'd be like this forever and have to start calling herself batgirl.

Scrunching up her eyes she tried to picture the scene again.

"change back, change back," She chanted under her breath, wondering if she should also start chanting _there's no place like home, there's no place like home_ .

Nothing happened, not that she expected it would.

"I can't just go home like this!" El proclaimed, fingers tugging at the hair near her scalp, "I'm the next x-man freak! Soon people will be coming from the government and the next thing I know I'm in area 51 and-"

"El," Will sighed, remembering the first time she transformed, "There's no need to worry. We'll get Yan-Lin to help us."  
>"And what then?"<p>

"Hate to put an end to this wonderful conversation," Caleb interrupted, not pleased in the least, "But unless we want Lord Cedric and his soldiers to give their opinion we need to go. _Now._"

Will nodded and ushered the older girl through the portal.

Hopefully the old woman had an answer. If not… if not El may never be able to go home again.
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They were lucky the portal was in an alley, specifically the one near the Hanging Lantern's kitchens.

The rest of the crew were there and ready to go when El stumbled out and wretched against the nearest wall. It felt like the time she had accidentally- nope, thinking about that would only make her sick again.

The heart of Candracar casted a pink glow down the alley, closing the portal successfully as the girls rested against the wall _opposite_ from the Valkyrie warrior.

"Poor girl." Irma said as she leaned against Teranee, "At least it wasn't like the time Cornelia-"

"We are _not _talking about that."

"At least Principal Knickerbocker will _never _wear that hideous pant suit ever again." Hay- Lin chimed in.

Cornelia groaned.

"Not that she would be able to." Teranee added.

"Don't we have _other_ things to do?" Cornelia asked Will.

"Hay-Lin," Will asked, "Do you think the dinner crowd has passed by now?"

"What time is it?"

El went to grab her phone, only to find she had no pocket.

As if being a giant bat wasn't wonderful enough.

"Um," El asked, voice rising, "Where's my phone?"

Her mom would accept her as a mutant creature (she hoped) but if her phone was gone she was dead and no stories of being chased by the walking dead would fix that.

"Wonderful thing about that," Irma informed her, "Transforming has this make shift locker storage like thing. Anything on your body will be on your body when you turn back."

"If she can turn back," Teranee murmured, earning an elbow to her ribs.

"It's almost nine," Will told Hay-Lin.

"It should be starting to thin out," Hay-Lin decided, "But the kitchens work full force till ten and sometimes even later."

"Can you get your grandmother?"

"Yeah."

The air guardian turned to go inside.

"And a really big blanket too?" El asked, "My wings are cold and maybe I could hide them and go inside?"

The girls gave her a look.

"I'm cold and hungry, okay?"  
>"Unless you're the hunchback of Notre Dame," Cornelia pointed out, "I <em>highly<em> doubt that would work."

Hay-Lin gave her an apologetic smile, "I'll snag some fortune cookies while I'm in there."

"Thank you," El said meekly.

For a moment she could feel the warmth of the kitchens and hear the bustling of people working and dining. For a moment she was back on meridian, fire roaring underneath a dead boar, a man servant tirelessly turning it over and over and over.

Then the door closed and she was back in the chilly alleyway.

Cornelia gave still gave her looks over her shoulder when she thought El wasn't looking. Her back turned as she whispered with Will.

It was obvious she was not welcome. El was use to not being a part of groups, considering it lucky to have a single friend in even just one of her classes. However, now that she couldn't divulge in the joyful distraction of drawing, the sideway glances in her direction couldn't be ignored.

She'd like to think herself the bored and reluctant babysitter, but the truth was she was nothing but a nobody with no business being there. Her age usually gave her a sense of confidence, but-

_They don't want you there. Once again you threw yourself into a group hoping to be important and helpful for once, but that's not how life works, you idiot._

Will yawned and looked at her glow in the dark frog watch.

_There's a reason you have problems getting friends your own age._

"So," Caleb suddenly addressed her and she was glad she had moved far away from the puddle of her own vomit, "You're certain you're not a servant of Phobos?"

"I would never serve a man that lets little children starve," El growled, thinking about the bone thin kids that had happily drawn pictures for her in her notebook and in the dirt, "and before today a Quantum physics theory was the closest thing I knew about other worlds."

"So I guess that's a yes." Caleb noted.

"Sorry," El sighed, waving her hand as she searched for words, "I'm just tired of being accused as an evil monster of some sort."

"I wouldn't take Cornelia too seriously," the boy reassured, "She's fickle and her opinion changes pretty quickly. Unless you're hiding something you don't have anything to fear."

"Doesn't make the here and now more comfortable," El sighed then remembered her manners, "but thanks, truly."

Hay-Lin came back to the door and everyone straightened up.

"I've been under these girls' wrath a lot," Caleb laughed off before becoming serious, "We're going to need a lot of help in this rebellion and, if things don't work well here, you'll always be welcome with my troops in Meridian."

El hoped with all her heart it wouldn't come to that.

"I'll keep that in mind."

The boy clapped her on the shoulder before going inside, exchanging words with Yan-Lin as she went the opposite direction.

"Okay girls." She ordered once the door closed behind her, "I've held off as many nagging parents as I could. Time to go home."

El knew the order did not apply to her and even if it did she'd risk staying up past curfew if it would give her solid answers.

The girls filed through the door one by one. Irma gave her a thumbs up, walking backwards into the stuffy kitchen.

"Not you, Will," the old lady said, arm held out to stop the girl from going inside.

The kitchen door slammed closed.

The leader of the Guardians looked between the old woman and her new acquaintance, wanting nothing but to go home and _sleep_.

"Can you help me change back?" El sniveled at the old woman's feet. She'd get on her knees and beg if she could, but if she sat down now she wouldn't be able to get up again.

"I might," Yan-Lin told her honestly, "But first, come closer. Don't worry I don't bite."

El moved forward and the old woman gasped.

"It's true there is more than one heart, but I never expected there to be another on Earth of all places."

"There's more than one Heart of Candracar?" Will asked, her hand clutching the pendant around her neck.

"No, no." Yan- Lin corrected, "Every world in every dimension has a heart, whether it be a person or a thing."

"So why aren't the guardians from Candracar?" Will asked.

"Candracar is more of a police force for the rest of the worlds," Yan-Lin informed, "The veil was not always in place as it is now and people use to be able to pass easily between most of them."

"I take it Earth was the exception." El noted, thinking back on her numerous history classes.

"Rare, but not unheard of." The old woman corrected, "Time moves faster on Earth than it does in most worlds. Hence why Phobos is has barely aged a day, but a lifetime has passed for me."

"But how does Candracar tie into all this?" Will asked.

"Candracar monitored the worlds, made sure interactions were safe. Other words are smaller and usually answer to one king or queen thus there were lack of wars for the most part," Yan-Lin sighed, "but Phobos proved that corruption was not impossible.

Many wish to overthrow rulers and civil wars do happen, but conflicts usually stay in the worlds they originated from."

"I think the word 'more' comes into place sometime soon." El grumbled.

The old woman nodded.

"Phobos wanted power over all worlds and, as Will already knows; The Veil was created in response to his threat."

"Why does he want so much power?" El asked.

"Why does anyone?" Will grumbled, "All that matters is that he's stopped and punished for his crimes."

El didn't disagree, but there had to be more reason than power, there always was.

"Why do I have a heart?" El asked the old woman who seemed to hold all her answers, "I was born and raised on earth so-"

"If you have a heart that fact is most undoubtedly untrue."

Will looked back at the older girl. El looked so pained. Her life was a lie? Would her parents lie to her? Were her parents even her parents?

"But," she argued, "I have pictures from the hospital when I was born! I have a birth certificate! There are home videos documenting almost every moment of my life until I was six!"

Yan-Lin shook her head in pity, "I do not know how, but the truth is still there."

"What world am I from then?" El asked voice barely above a whisper.

"I don't know."

"Wait," Will remembered, turning to El, "Didn't you're grandmother give you that necklace?"

El gave her a look and Will chuckled awkwardly.

"um… Hay-Lin told me after the first time you two met," Will chuckled again and suddenly became very interested in her fingers, "And-um- well… ha-ha… we've kind of been keeping an eye on you –um- ever… since?"

She could have guessed that much, but having Will's confirmation made El feel a little less paranoid.

"Yes it is my grandmothers," El told her.

"Maybe she was from a different world and handed that power down to you!" Will exclaimed, looking to Yan-Lin to confirm her suggestion; if just for the other girl's sake.

"It's not completely impossible," El agreed, "There aren't many pictures of my grandmother when she was younger than eighteen and that would mean the necklace most likely handed down to her on earth as well."

"A heart away from its world for so long…" Yan-Lin noted solemnly, "Would be in chaos or ruin or, in the worst case, completely destroyed."

"So I _could_ have been born on earth."

"And you are most likely the last of your kind."

El was relieved, but also felt somewhat sad. Whoever had brought her grandmother to earth saw a world crumble to pieces before their eyes with no hope of it being saved.

"If I have answered all your questions," Yan-Lin addressed, "I believe you had a problem."

The red heads wings fluttered, as if begging to be removed from the incompetent girl's shoulders.

"A problem with a ten foot wingspan." She told her, "I don't know how to change back... I don't know even how I changed into _this_."

"You were in a falling tree." Will noted, "Maybe it was the heart's way of protecting you?"

"I really don't want to recreate that event."

"Come here." The old woman beckoned.

Timidly El walked forward and took her tiny, outstretched hands.

"Close your eyes," the old woman told her, voice soothing. "Can you feel the amulet around your neck?"

El nodded.

"Now focus on its power. Search for its energy."

It felt like someone was shining bright light right on her closed lids.

"There is a door between you and this energy. When it is open you are as you are now, when you close it you will return as you were."

El pictured herself closing a door similar to the one she had helped Cornelia hold open earlier. It was large and heavy and reluctant to move, but eventually she closed it.  
>"See?" The old woman sang happily, "Not that hard."<p>

El looked down to find her legs once again covered in faded jeans with a phone still in the pockets and, to her relief, she was wing free.

"It will get easier as you keep at it," Yan- Lin reminded.

"Thank you," El sighed.

"Well now that that's done I have math homework to finish and angry mom to face!" Will declared, hurrying towards the street, "See you later!"

El waved dumbly as she sprinted off.

"I should probably go too." She noted, checking her almost dead phone, "Thank you again."

"You will help them, right?"

"huh?"

"The rebellion," Yan-Lin stated, still looking at the place Will had disappeared from, "Will you help?"

El didn't know if she should. It was dangerous, she could die, she could lose a limb. Not to mention the struggle of balancing both worlds would take its toll. She had to apply for college soon and if she wasn't at her best-

"The girl's don't show it," Yan-Lin told her, "But their duty takes a toll mentally and physically. They need someone older to depend on rather than a wrinkly old lady. I've lived through their trials, but not their lives. Everything here on earth is so much different now."

"I'll do what I can." El swore.

She could promise nothing else
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She ate breakfast alone the next day, lunch too, not that it was uncommon. Her mom, now a single parent, worked longer than she did before they moved here. El would be lucky if she came home in time for dinner.

She sat there glumly with her head resting in her palm and other playing with her food. Long dainty fingers lifted the spoon of tomato soup, only to turn it over and send the contents plopping back into the bowl. By the way she was staring at it you would think it was some fascinating new discovery to be pondered over, but her mind was miles, no, worlds away.

Would they tell her when they needed to 'power up' and save the day? She supposed they _were __always_ together, as far as she's seen. But, honestly, parading around with a bunch of little kids (because no matter what they did and what they said they _were_ kids) was _exhausting._ Even the thought of it made her want to crawl back into bed and sleep.

Not that they were terrible. El enjoyed their company to a point, but there was a reason many people regretted their middle school days. El had done her best to wipe the memory of twelve year old her from her mind and she still found herself cringing at the memory. Hell, she's done her best to forget her _freshman_ year.

'_I still looked like a little girl, but thought I knew soooo much. '_

The teenager shook her head. That wasn't what was important. She'd have to be around them as much as she could. El had promised the old Yan-Lin and she was no traitor to her word. No matter how much pre-pubescent boy talk, music tastes, and naive thoughts about the world she'd have to persevere. They'd grow up, after all.

'_Probably faster than anyone would like._' She remembered.

El got up, pushing her chair out of the way and tossing the bowl of half eaten soup in the sink, filling it up with water, and telling herself she'd put it away later.

There was too much to do to just sit and think about the future.

The new protector of the universe walked to the door and stopped at the hall tree, shrugging on her jacket and checking her purse for her keys and money, before leaving to get some answers.

'_Find'_ would probably be the right word to use, she considered as she pushed her way through unusually crowded streets. Of course she had chosen to leave her apartment right as the lunch time crowd started coming out of every nook and cranny. Every business man, stay-at-home mom, rowdy kid, and their mother seemed to have decided that it was a perfect day to be outside. How the hell was there even this many people _in _small, quaint, and away from everything Heatherfield?

El grumbled, but the predicament was entirely her fault and she knew it. Not that she'd ever admit it anyway. If she hadn't spent the morning dawdling and feeling sorry for herself and her bat-winged predicament she wouldn't have this problem.

El pushed through another wall of people and gracefully crashed to the concrete ground.

"My, my… Back so soon?" a voice purred above her, "and on your knees no less."

El was perfectly ready to punch whoever it was in the face as soon as she got up.

Pushing herself to her knees, El spotted the _Ye Old Bookshop _sign and then the alleged (at least by her) creeper, Rick.

"Here_."_

Rick put down the box he was carrying and turned around with an outstretched hand only to find the girl was already up and brushing herself off.

The hand quickly found its way behind his back before she could look up again.

"You certainly know how to make an entrance."

El laughed, but it came out more like a sniff.

"You consider falling on my face and giving little girls a little reality check an 'entrance'?" El asked, "I should consider myself thankful you haven't seen anything better."

The comment was one part jibe and one part flirting. El didn't consider herself a master of the second one, but her sass always came off as such.

"You didn't hurt yourself, did you?"

In all honesty Rick could care less, but such seemed to be the formality between people anyways and polite behaviors brought in customers after all.

"Nothing but a little bit of wounded pride," El reassured.

"That's good, I suppose." Cedric murmured, going back to whatever business he had with the box.

"What?" El asked, taking his change of tone as something else, "Sad you couldn't kiss it better?"

'_Hardly_' he wanted to say, but in all honesty he was bored manning this post day in and day out. If she wanted to play this game he could play along.

"And if I did?"

El, for once, didn't have a smart remark and instead blushed like a school girl. Was he flirting? With Her? With short haired, freckle faced, awkward her?

This must be the Twilight zone.

"No remark?" He marveled as the bell on the door announced their arrival, "My, this _must_ be a good day."

Was she supposed to say something back? What was something witty to say back? Usually these things rolled off her tongue.

'_But people never usually say anything back… much less flirt!'_

El just hummed and looked over the books by the display.

"This is only the second time we've spoken and you assume I've nothing to say?"

El turned her back to him and cringed. It sounded like some weird line from a historical TV drama in which she, embarrassingly, watched too many times to count.

"I do assume you didn't come here for flirting and small talk," He put bluntly, snickering to himself as the back of her ears reddened. She was an adult, but still thought like a child, flirting with her back to him and becoming red in the face when her responded. Rick imagined if he brushed her hand to put away a book she just might faint.

The urge to do so was oh so tempting.

"True," She admitted, "I found an interesting book in here the other day and was wondering if you had more like it. I'm researching something for a school report."

"What book?" The bookstore owner asked, "I have many."

"I don't know what it's called, but it was gold with runes written on the side."

Rick froze. That wasn't just a book one picked up to read with a cup of tea. In fact you couldn't read it at all due to the spell placed upon it.

"Did you look inside and see anything?" Rick felt the need to ask. If she were a normal human she would look inside and see words of a different language, but if she held power of any kind-

"I'm afraid I didn't get a chance," She told him, picking up a book clothed in fading and torn leather binding, "The girls I was with distracted me a bit and I never went back to check."

_The Guardians._

"Do you remember where it was?"

How could she forget?

"I think so." She hummed, "I could go grab it if you wanted me to."

"No!" He exclaimed before righting himself.

"No." He repeated more calmly, "That would not be needed I believe someone came and bought the book soon after you left."

He _knew_ something. Perhaps he was like villagers forced to bend to this King Phobos' will. Rick had to know of meridian, no doubt.

"Afraid I'd leave you alone?" She jibed playfully.

The blond chuckled, pushing up his glasses and going back to moving books from the book to the store front bookshelves.

"Anyways I'm afraid I have many books like that." He admitted, "It seems we share a taste for the arcane. If you would like to tell me what you're looking for I could perhaps narrow your search."

El sighed, remembering the task she had assigned herself.

"I don't even know where to begin," she admitted, "I'm use to looking for these things on my own. People give you weird looks when you talk about these sorts of things."

Rick smiled; one of those smiled meant to bring someone in close before they realized their mistake.

"I know exactly the feeling." He agreed, "Perhaps we could talk over lunch. There's a sandwich shop down the street that I'm partial to."

El wasn't one to go to lunch with strange flirty men she just met, but she assumed if anything went wrong she could sprout her wings and fly off if he didn't run away in fear first.

"I'd love to," She agreed, forcing a charming smile of her own.

Rick bent down and took her hand carefully in his. The girl had scarcely a moment to process the action before his lips brushed her knuckles.

All the blood must have rushed to her face when he looked up at her. She could hardly breathe much less form coherent thoughts.

"It's a date." He declared, sounding more like a snake than a human.

El was too flustered to even notice.

The castle was dark and gothic, much like the rest of Meridian. Spikes in the decorum were as much of a decoration as they were a statement to the ruler's power.

For once the King wasn't on his throne, which resembled more of a rocky pillar than a throne and covered in thorns. Instead he wandered his art gallery, standing in front of a picture of a young Valkyrie with long billowing brown hair.

"My Lord," A snake-man that would reach the second story of an earthly house hissed, bowing to his kind.

"I thought I told you to use the orb to speak to me?" The king demanded, "Don't tell me you've become so incapable that you've failed even that order."

"It has been years since her presence has graced this court," The snake man noted, knowing this particular picture almost by heart, "It is a shame she fled on her wedding day to such a-"

"I have ordered you not to speak of her!" The King raged, throwing the empty wine glass at his thrall.

Some glass pierced his skin, but the Lord Cedric dared not move.

"She was kidnapped, but by whom I do not know" Phobos reminded before repeating the vow he had said a million times before "I _will _her."

"No doubt, my lord," Cedric said.

"Then why are you not out there finding my sister!" The King bellowed once more, face red with rage, "If we cannot find my sister, I cannot gain the power I need and if I cannot gain the powers necessary… All will be for naught and my brined will never be returned where she belongs!"

The snake man quietly waited for his king's anger to subside before reporting.

"I have gained the favor of one of our adversaries." Cedric said.

Phobos' interest was immediately peaked.

"One of the Guardians?"

"No sire," The lord shook his head, "It seems there is another that holds power just as they do. Another girl with red hair and a heart."

"A heart?" Phobos demurred, "Impossible! The veil would have prevented such."

"Indeed, but it has happened none the less." Cedric continued, "At first I thought her a babysitter to the other girls and sought to exploit her connection, but when I touched the crystal round her neck there was a reaction."

His cover would have been blown, he recalled, if the booth they sat had not been as private as it was. That fact would never be known by his lord.

"From where is this heart?"

"I do not know, my lord," Cedric admitted, "I doubt she even knows herself. However, there is a chance she knows of this place. In fact, looking back, there is no doubt in my mind she does."

"Find out all you can about this heart," The king ordered, "Keep this woman close and use what information you can get from her."

"Yes, my lord." The snake-man bowed before slithering away.

"And Cedric?"

He turned to his king, frozen by his haunting smile.

"Do not fail me on this."

"I wouldn't dream of it, my lord."

**Author's note: **Thank you so much to everyone who's read this story. I know it's pretty slow and this chapter is maybe one of the worser ones I've written (i may revise it at a later time), but I hope you all enjoy this. I also want to give a shout-out to Black Star 145885: thank you so much for the encouragement! It really makes made my day when I sighed on to find your comments.

The rest of the chapters may be slower to come out because I will be returning to school(darn), but I will try to keep posting as much as I can.

El likes to think she's older and more aware of the world, but really she isn't that much better than the girls she loves and complains about. Who is the mystery girl in the portrait? Will El swallow her ego and pride and actually hang out with the girls without the pretense of babysitting? What happened at lunch? Figure out next time on WITCH...E?

(Also i see a lot of people say this so I'm going to put it out as well: I do not claim to own the W.I.T.C.H franchise in any way. The only thing that is mine is El and some of the concepts that go along with her)


End file.
